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This book is dedicated to my favorite people

Samantha/“Sammy”

Skylar/“Mr. Man”

Tyler/“Ty-bo”

Meredith/“My True Companion”
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Introduction

Given all of the hype surrounding having a child, you might think that pregnancy and having the baby are all that count. Okay, I’ll give you the fact that the nine-month journey is an amazing adventure, a life-changing celebration. But having the baby is the beginning of your adventure, not the culmination. Once your wife is past the big push, the work and the fun are about to begin. You’ve been a sperm donor up to this point, but now you are a daddy, and brother, you have no idea what you are in for.

When you first got married, you probably had some remote idea (okay, fantasy) of what marriage was like. (And no, having your wife clean the house in her Victoria’s Secret nighties and bring you a drink as you watch SportsCenter or play Madden Football on the PlayStation isn’t the type of fantasy I’m talking about.) You had an idea of how you thought things might work out, how you would get along and live together.

Now think back to your first year or two of marriage. Maybe it was an extended honeymoon, but chances are pretty good that you had your share of adjustments too. Toothpaste, closet space, checkbook . . . need I say more? You survived, but there were times when you likely confided in one of your married buddies and said, “What have I gotten myself into? Teach me, Obi Wan.”

Well, Grasshopper, having a kid is a lot like that . . . times ten. This book is geared for guys, from a guy’s perspective without being too simplistic, too wimpy, or too clinical. I’m a veteran daddy with three little rugrats, ages three, six, and eight, to my credit. The coaching here is from hard won lessons and mistakes of other veteran daddies and myself.

A note on mistakes: Most men who have more than one child will tell you that they probably were anal and made all of the really big mistakes on the first kid . . . so expect your firstborn to blame you for a lot and send you a therapy bill later.

I hope to shorten your learning curve and give you greater understanding of what to do and what to expect when it comes to caring for a baby in the first couple of years, get back in the swing of things with your wife, and know how to deal with the questions, concerns, and stresses that every man has about becoming a new dad.

Some of the information may seem basic to some of you. That’s okay. Each of us has our own level of cluelessness . . . and when in doubt, our wives will remind us of that fact. Regardless of your experience, I promise not to treat you like an idiot or a third grader. I’m going to assume that you were smart enough to get your wife to marry you and agree to reproduce with you, so that’s saying something.

With that, know that this information is road-tested and condensed into the stuff you absolutely need to know to make it through the first two years . . . or at least fake it pretty well. When you buy a DVD player or other home electronics item, you are usually provided with a set of directions. (Now, whether you choose to read them is a different story.) A kid doesn’t come with directions. Kids don’t even come with a receipt. They enter the world naked and helpless, and it is up to you to know what to do. Use this book as a brief set of directions. If you are the engineering type who reads the entire instruction manual cover to cover before embarking on a project, then go for it. If you are like me, who likes to jump right in and then refer to the instructions to help bail you out after you’ve screwed things up, that’s fine too. Use the book in whatever way works best for you. After all, regardless of what people will say, there is no perfect way to be a daddy, except to be the best man you know you can be.



PART

1

Congratulations. You Are Now the Proud Owner—I Mean, Father—of a Brand-New Baby

You know how when you buy a new car and the salesman hands you the keys and sends you on your way, you enjoy that “new car” smell? Well, the doctor may not hand you keys, and the smell is certainly different, but you are now part of one of the largest and most prestigious clubs on earth. Overnight, your life has changed. You have added a brand-new title: Daddy. This part will guide you through the first few days and weeks in your new role as you and your wife become used to your new little addition.



1

Nice to Meet You—I’m Your Daddy

Like most expectant fathers, I was carrying all of the necessary communication devices that my pregnant wife had issued me: cell phone, beeper, and emergency launch codes. Key among these was the highly original 911 code. If I received a 911 page, it meant that I should proceed to the hospital, stat. Do not pass go, do not collect two hundred dollars, just get my rear to the delivery room and my wife would meet me there.

I was prepared, but my wife wasn’t due for another few days, so I wasn’t worried when I arrived at Cityplace in Dallas. The mayor of Dallas and I were scheduled to speak at a luncheon of public relations executives. Upon my arrival I learned that the mayor had canceled at the last minute and that I was the only show in town. No worries. As they brought the salad, about twenty minutes before I was to speak before the group, I was telling one of my hosts that my wife was expecting any day. He commented how lucky we were that it wasn’t today, given that the mayor had canceled. I laughed and agreed. Not five minutes later I was startled by the vibrating on my belt. What’s this? My newly purchased pager had never gone off, and only one person had the number. I looked down: 911.

I began to laugh, thinking, “no way.” My host noticed me look at my pager. I looked at the hundred people in the room finishing their lunches, looked at the pager again, and said, “I’m really, really sorry to do this, but . . . I’ve gotta go. My wife’s having a baby now.”

Fortunately, they understood. As I flew out the door and got into the car, I envisioned my wife pushing at that exact moment. Convinced that I would miss the birth of my child, I put the pedal to the metal and made it to the hospital in fifteen minutes. Running into the labor and delivery room like a man possessed, I asked for my wife. The nurse led me to a room where I expected to see my wife in the final throes of labor as the baby was crowning. What did I find? My wife propped up in bed, hair and makeup perfect, while one of her friends organized things.

“Oh, hi. We are going to have a baby today,” she said, like I’d just come home early from work. I explained what I had just done, how I’d left a roomful of people mere moments before I was to speak, when she laughed and said, “You didn’t have to do that. The baby won’t be here for hours.”

I responded, “Huh.”

Sure enough, she was having frequent contractions and labor was under way, but being a rookie, I had no idea that it would be around nine hours after my arrival at the hospital that I would meet my daughter.

With kids two and three, we induced. That is the way to go. When someone asks, “So what are you doing tomorrow?” you can respond, “Well, at 8:30 we are having a baby.” Let me be clear that you shouldn’t induce just to accommodate your schedule. Doctors tend to induce when there is a medical need or the baby is overdue. Skylar was two weeks overdue, and had we waited for him to come out on his own, he would have been a first grader. Whenever you get to the hospital, your fatherhood is imminent. Now let’s take a look at some important things to know as you meet your child for the first time.


Talk about Reality TV

Have your noticed that on television whenever there is a birth scene, the woman has a look of exertion on her face, her hair is stylishly tousled, and she appears to be mildly sweating? She doesn’t look great, but she’s all right. The baby, on the other hand—wow. That is one good-looking three-month old. Newborn babies are never that big and never that clean.

After watching enough birthing scenes on TV, I thought I was prepared for the moment I would first see my child. After all, on TV you see the woman’s knees in the air, the edge of the blanket, the back of the doctor’s head, and voìla! out pops a fresh, sweet, and, most importantly, clean baby.

Like other rookie daddies I was under the impression that my child would make his introduction perfectly colored, with a nice round head, and as happy as the baby on the Michelin tire ads. I was ill prepared for the amount of, well, blood and junk. (“Junk” would be a technical term fathers use from time to time.)

First Look

The first thing you will see is the top of your baby’s head. Actually, unless your child has hair, it will be tough to distinguish it from your wife. The appearance of the head is called “crowning.” It can be like this for several moments, until your wife pushes the remainder of the baby out. This is where the doctor plays a big part and demonstrates his skill. If the baby is too large, is at a funny angle, or has an arm or shoulder in the way, the doctor must determine whether or not to perform an episiotomy—to cut your wife’s vagina in order to make room for the child—or to try to maneuver the baby into a position where he (that is, the baby—insert gender of choice as we go) can easily come out.

In either case, as your wife continues to push, you will see more of the baby’s head protrude. As the head appears, the doctor turns the baby around, and you will see the face. It is still a mystery at this point whether you have a boy or a girl. Once the shoulders clear, the baby slides out almost effortlessly into the doctor’s hands, where he will take a look at what is or isn’t there and tell you that you have a new baby.

Cutting the Cord

The baby is still attached to your wife by the umbilical cord. The doctor will place the baby on top of your wife and ask if you would like to do the honors, cutting the cord. Veteran daddies claim that this is like setting their child free to start their life. It is a neat symbolic moment too, in which baby, mother, and you are all connected at once.

The doctor will hand you scissors and hold the cord for you. Don’t worry about cutting the baby or your wife. The cord is very long, and the doctor has sectioned off where you are supposed to cut. It cuts rather easily with a snip and a little squirt of blood.

By the way, how the doctor cuts the umbilical cord has nothing to do with determining whether your child will have an “innie” or an “outie” belly button. The belly button is determined genetically.


What Are You Feeling?

Even if you are the toughest man alive, you will cry like a baby, no pun intended. You will be in awe at how beautiful this experience is, amazed and dumbstruck that you and your wife created this thing that was not on the earth but ten seconds earlier. If you are not a crier, you will certainly be a screamer and shout in amazement. Not much more can be said here, because words really can’t describe the feeling.

Was My Child in a Fight in There?

While your child is the most beautiful sight in the world, the sight is a rather graphic one. Your baby might not appear smooth and angelic like the Gerber baby. In fact, if it is a vaginal birth your child may look like a hairy, cone-headed alien who has just been in a bar brawl.

Cuts

A baby’s fingernails can become quite long while in the womb, and it is not uncommon for babies to scratch themselves before they are born. Once babies are born, nurses and parents file the nails with a very gentle emery board. But don’t be surprised if your child has cuts on his face.

Baby Acne

Babies sometimes have small pimple-like bumps on their body and face that develop in the womb. They disappear in a few days or weeks. Nothing to worry about.

Now, That’s My Boy

When your son is born you may notice that his genitals seem enormous. I don’t mean big for a baby, but bigger than yours. You may beam with pride, as many rookie dads do, thinking that your boy has won the genetic lottery and has been, well, how shall we say . . . blessed.

All babies—both little boys and girls—are born with swollen genitals. It is due to the hormones in your wife’s body as the baby is being born. In a few hours or days they will return to regular, baby-sized genitals.

I’m Sorry, but I Ordered a Clean Baby

Sure, I saw the video during birthing class, but that was different, that was someone else. Surely, my baby won’t be covered in all that gook. Wrong. You baby will likely be covered in fluid—blood and a whitish waxy substance called “vernix.” It is a substance that covers the baby’s skin to protect it while it is being exposed to the amniotic fluid. Think of it as temporary sealer for a deck.

If your child has hair, it is likely to be wet and matted to his head. Your baby will also have puffy eyes and wrinkled skin. Awww, it sounds so cute. You wouldn’t be on top of your game either if you had just spent nine months in a small, dark, warm bathtub. Fortunately, within minutes your baby is wiped off and looking more like you think a baby should.

My Name is Beldar, and I’m from France

Because of the pressure in the birth canal, babies’ heads are sometimes squeezed as they are pushed through the vagina during birth. Their skulls haven’t fully fused, and they remain malleable for the first few weeks of their life. This means that when your baby is born his head may have been squeezed to resemble a peanut M&M. It is not attractive. It is also not permanent. Sam had a pretty regular M&M-shaped head, as did my other kids. My nephew Maddox, however, that kid came out looking like he was wearing a bicycle helmet. By the second month he had a perfectly round melon head.

Oh My God, She’s Blue

I’m telling you, the vagina can be a rough place for babies. Not only do their heads get squeezed, but their entire bodies are put under pressure as they pass through the birth canal. All babies are born with a bluish hue until they get oxygen. They “pink up,” as it is called, in a matter of minutes after birth, and within a few hours they look fine. Babies who are born via a C-section are pinker and generally do not have coneheads, because they are simply lifted out of the body and don’t have to endure hours of squeezing.

Congratulations, lt’s a Monkey

Inside the womb, babies are covered with a furry, hairlike covering called “lanuego.” It usually falls off while in the womb, but sometimes a little can remain on a baby after it is born. It will fall out in a matter of days, but it can be dark and disgusting. It kind of ruins any cute baby pictures you were hoping for. Lanuego can be anywhere on a baby’s body, including her face. The night my daughter was born, there was a baby girl whose shoulders and her entire forehead were covered in this thick black carpet. I’m sure she grew up to be a cute little girl, but she was born looking like a wolf child.


Out of the Delivery Room

Once the baby is taken to the warming unit, which looks like a big heat lamp, she will be cleaned. Nurses will continue to suck fluid from her nose and mouth with a rubber bulb. She may lay naked in the tray for a few minutes, screaming and looking at you. Yes, I said screaming. This is not the shrieking or high-pitched holler that you usually hear from kids on airplanes or when a kid doesn’t get a sucker at the grocery store (that type of scream comes later, Dad), but rather a constant guttural howl that verges on hyperventilation. It will freak you out at first, but after several weeks your child will develop a variety of cries and screams.

Baby’s First Test

Shortly after the baby’s birth, precisely at one minute and at five minutes, a nurse will analyze your baby’s health by performing what is called an “APGAR test.” It’s a simple method used to measure your newborn’s health and to determine if he needs any emergency treatment. It evaluates:

Respiration

Heart rate

Color

Muscle tone

Reflex response

A score between zero and two is given to each area. The scores are then totaled. While a ten is the best, most babies score between seven and ten and don’t need immediate treatment, such as breathing assistance. An APGAR does not reflect future health problems, only your baby’s immediate condition after birth and whether any special treatment is necessary.

According to the medical experts at www.babycenter.com:

• Infants who score between eight and ten are in good to excellent condition and usually need only routine postdelivery care.

• Those who score between five and seven are in fair condition and may require some help breathing. A doctor or nurse may vigorously rub the baby’s skin or place a towel with oxygen under his nose to get him to take deeper breaths.

• Infants who score under five may be in poor condition and require immediate lifesaving measures, such as an oxygen mask.

Nice Hat

Shortly after tests are performed and it is determined that the baby is out of the woods, she will be weighed, swaddled in a blanket, and given a small skullcap to prevent her from losing any heat. Babies lose most of their body heat through their heads, so it is smart to keep a hat on them. The hats are cute and look like tiny ski caps.

This Is Love at First Sight

The nurse may place the baby back in the warming unit until Mom is ready, or she may hand the child to you. When you are handed your baby you will hold it as if it were the most fragile and precious thing on earth . . . and it is. The baby will be swaddled in a blanket, but you will still feel her incredible heat. Look into her eyes, study her little hands, smell her, and let her hear your voice. With my daughter, I was the first to hold her, and it was the most wonderful experience of my life. I was just staring into these enormous, dark, almond-shaped eyes, and I knew after only a few minutes of her being alive that I was in love.

How Do I Hold Him?

You may be excited and thrilled at the prospect of holding your child but simultaneously scared to death. Why? Quite simply, you regularly purchase grocery items that are larger than your child. She is small, fragile, and precious, and unless you have held a baby before, you, like many men, may be fearful of dropping the child or harming it somehow.

Rookie fathers end up erring on the side of caution, but that it is okay. You aren’t going to harm, break, drop, or damage your child. You will get the hang of it eventually. Babies, while fragile in many aspects, are much tougher than you think. Watch how the nurses and the doctor handle the child.

You can cradle her like a football in the crook of your arm, or you can hold her close to your chest with her head near your shoulder. You need to be very mindful of your baby’s neck and head. Their neck muscles can’t support the weight of their head and won’t be able to for quite some time. Be sure when you are holding the baby that you support her head and neck.

Take Photos

Video is fine, but make sure that you take some still photos of the baby. These will become treasures. Also, when your baby is swaddled in the warming unit, waiting to be held for the first time, make sure that you get some tight pictures of her face. If you have a digital camera you can even post these on the Web, or you can e-mail them to friends and family who couldn’t be there with you.

Mom Still Has Work to Do

While your baby is being cleaned off, weighed, and wrapped up, your wife actually has some more pushing to do. Even though the baby is out, the placenta, which helps sustain your baby throughout pregnancy, is still in there. With several more pushes, the placenta comes out. The doctor will inspect it to make sure that it is intact and that nothing remains inside of your wife. If the placenta falls apart and pieces are left inside of your wife, she can develop a serious infection and complications. The doctor may ask you if you want to see it before he disposes of it. It’s your call. If you’re fascinated by what looks like an enormous slab of liver, go right ahead. I, however, passed.

After the placenta is removed the doctor will spend a few more minutes attending to your wife by repairing any vaginal tears or cuts that were made as a result of the birth. If your wife was fortunate enough to not tear or to require an episiotomy, great. Her recovery will be that much quicker and less painful. If she tore or was cut, she will need stitches. It may be that she needs only two or three stitches, or she may need significantly more. She will most likely be drugged and unable to feel what is going on. Despite the cuts or tears, everything will be back to normal in a few weeks. Do yourself a favor and don’t watch this. You have a beautiful new baby to look at, and watching the doctor sew up your wife’s vagina is not on any husband’s top ten list.

Not long after the baby is born, the nurse will try to have your child nurse from your wife’s breast. Your wife’s milk will not have come in yet, so the baby will not really get anything to eat, but it is an important step in the natural bonding between mother and child. It is amazing, because you will see a child that is only a few moments old naturally go for a breast. Once the doctor is finished, you can bring your baby to mother. The three of you will want to spend a few moments together before you go outside and spread the news.


Start Spreading the News

This is your moment, Dad. Hey, that title sounds pretty good to you. You are ready to leave the delivery room to tell others your twosome is now three. As you walk or run down that hallway, take a second to remember everything about that walk, because you are about to deliver news that changes lives.

If you have friends or family in the waiting room, go out and tell them directly. Some guys just blurt it out and run back. Others stay for a little bit and get hugs all the way around. My buddy Steve actually taped the family’s reaction as he told everyone about the birth of his daughter. You can say, “It’s a girl,” or you can simply say, “We would like to welcome Grace Renee Smith to the world.” You can come up with some creative way to share the news, but you will likely come unglued when the big moment comes. That is all right because it is an exciting and joyous moment. When you deliver the news, be sure to tell the weight if you know it, and give an update on Mom’s condition. Let them know that they will be able to come in to see Mom and baby in a few moments.

It might be thirty minutes after the baby is born or longer until visitors are allowed to see the new baby. So your guests have some cool-down time between the time you announce that you’re a dad and when they actually get to hold the baby.

Can I Hold Her?

This is a huge deal and must be played carefully. There is a certain pecking order that must be followed or you run the risk of having a full-scale family feud next Thanksgiving. Regardless of who else is there, grandparents are first. No questions asked. If neither set of grandparents is present, it isn’t as tough.

The order is as follows: grandparents; aunts and uncles; other family members; closest friends. The main ones here to remember are, of course, the grandparents and aunts and uncles. If one set of grandparents is at the hospital, there is no problem or question. But if both your wife’s parents and yours are there, you should probably defer to her parents first. You and your wife can discuss this pecking order before the baby is born so there is no confusion on “Labor Day.”

You and your wife may choose differently, and that is fine. What you want to avoid is a scene where other people are choosing who holds the baby. If you and your wife decided on an order of who will hold the child, then it is up to you, Dad, to follow it and place the child in the arms of whom you wish to be the next person to hold the baby. Otherwise it can become a mad baby-grab.

He Looks Like Our Side of the Family

Be prepared for an onslaught of instant critiques. Everyone is suddenly a genetic engineer and an expert on who this child favors. “Oh, he looks like you as a baby. That is our nose. Yeah, he sure got your eyes. Oh, that is Aunt Ethel’s mouth.” Just let them rant. All babies look like little blue or pink M&Ms wrapped in a blanket, so nobody can tell anything for a few days.

Names

Now might be a good time to announce your child’s name to the world. If the name was chosen to honor someone, telling the name in the delivery room can be a very special way of introducing the baby to that person or honoring a person’s memory. “We would like to introduce Billy Bob Jones and we named him after you, Daddy.”
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